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February 18, 2011

Mr. Julius Genachowski
Chairman
Federal Communications Commission
445 12th Street SW
Washington, DC 20554 

Dear Chairman Genachowski:

I write on behalf of the Community Action Partnership (Partnership), the non-profit membership 
organization that represents the interests of more than 1,000 Community Action Agencies across 
America.  In 2009, these Community Action Agencies served 20.7 million low-income people 
and families in more than 96% of America’s counties.  The Partnership’s mission is to strengthen, 
promote, and provide training and technical assistance to our member agencies that receive federal 
Community Services Block Grants.  We work to promote economic security and self-sufficiency for 
our nation’s poor (43.7 million in 2009).   

The Partnership is a strong advocate and proponent of the Lifeline program.  We support measures 
that streamline the process for helping low-income consumers take advantage of the free wireless 
services Lifeline offers.  

These free,  prepaid services have helped revive a languishing program while bringing new access 
and opportunity to millions of Americans.  Every day, in every state of America, Community 
Action staff meet with people who are struggling to pay their bills, find a job or even just meet 
their families’ basic needs of food, shelter, and safety.  Our member agencies tell us about the 
transformation that occurs when disadvantaged and vulnerable people and families are empowered 
to improve their circumstances.

These peoples’  lives are more secure, easier when they have a cell phone and the Lifeline program.  
Lifeline contributes to their economic stability, personal security, and future opportunities.   Having 
access to  free cell phone makes Community Action clients more competitive with other job seekers; 
it gives our folks a leg up in an economy that continues to be very hard on our nation’s poor and 
near-poor.  Helping their lives become better improves their overall community and our society as a 
whole.

We are aware, however, that the Federal Communications Commission is considering proposals that 
could have an immediate negative impact on the free phone offerings available through Lifeline.  
The Partnership is convinced that any efforts that would hinder an individual’s ability to obtain these 
services or complicate the enrollment process would be very detrimental to the low-income people 
we represent and serve and to the Lifeline program itself.

The FCC is to be commended for having the vision to recognize the true potential of a free wireless 
phone program for low-income people and for extending Lifeline to include such an offering.  
Retreating from that decision and implementing a minimum monthly charge on those least able to 
afford it would be a significant step in the wrong direction.  It would instantly inhibit and discourage 
the people who need it the most.  Even a fee of a few dollars per month is too much for people who 
do not know where their next meal is coming from and struggle to pay their heat and utility bills.  
Carriers have found a way to make the program work; charging for such service should not be left to 
their discretion.

As you might expect, after 47 years of providing programs, our Community Action Network is 
thoroughly familiar with the intake and enrollment processes for the wide variety of social service, 
employment and training and other economic security programs.  During the four plus decades, 
Community Action has helped hundreds of millions of Americans obtain services that meet their 
most pressing needs.  Our experience confirms that the success or failure of a program can occur 
even before someone tries to utilize the service being offered.



The Partnership fully understands that certain verification requirements must—and should—be in place to prevent fraud or 
mismanagement.  Yet, the reality is that each additional enrollment requirement translates into a barrier to enrollment for clients 
with very little or no resources.  Requiring individuals to provide written proof or documentation of their eligibility—can you 
prove you’re poor?—will deny certain people the opportunity to apply.

There is little, if any, evidence that suggest that widespread fraud is taking place now.  The FCC first should investigate the 
probability that such fraud exists before it implements a policy change that would discourage enrollments by eligible participants 
and result in significant, perhaps unsustainable, costs for providers.

In summary, the Community Action Partnership opposes any changes in prepaid Lifeline that would make it more difficult for 
our clients to obtain this valuable, life-saving service.  The goal of the Universal Service Fund, and by extension Lifeline, is 
to make sure that everyone has access to phone service, especially those low-income people whose lives are more susceptible 
to emergencies and unexpected crises.   Altering free prepaid Lifeline offerings in a way that they no longer become viable is 
counter to that goal.  The Partnership is committed to helping people help themselves, and free cell phones for low-income 
people substantially help achieve that goal.

We respectfully ask that the FCC carefully consider any changes to Lifeline that would hurt or curtail service to the very people it 
was intended to help. Thank you for considering these comments and for the opportunity to submit them to the FCC.

Very truly yours,

 

 

 

Don Mathis
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